Cardiac medical conditions have become the leading cause of death in children with heart disease.
Mortality among children with congenital and acquired heart disease has decreased significantly over the past decades. We sought to determine whether the underlying problems leading to death in these patients had changed over the past decade. We reviewed medical records for 100 deaths of cardiac patients in 2004-2005 and 100 deaths in 1995-1996. Demographic, clinical, and procedural data as well as circumstances of death were collected. A consensus committee reviewed each case and sought to identify the condition leading to death. These conditions were classified as predominantly surgical or medical. General patient characteristics (age, gender, cardiac history, comorbidities, proportion of surgical patients) did not change significantly between the two time periods. However, in 1995-1996, 64% of deceased surgical patients had died within 30 days of surgery. This rate was nearly halved to only 38% by 2004-2005 (P= .003). Furthermore, the conditions leading to death changed significantly: 51% of patient deaths in 1995-1996 resulted from a surgical problem, 29% from a medical condition. This ratio was reversed in 2004-2005: Only 31% of patient deaths were due to a surgical problem, while 50% of deaths resulted from a medical condition (P= .005). The most common medical conditions resulting in death were pulmonary vein stenosis, pulmonary arterial hypertension, and primary myocardial failure. The proportion of deaths within 30 days of cardiac surgery decreased significantly over the past decade. While surgical causes accounted for the majority of these deaths in 1995-1996, most patient deaths in 2004-2005 resulted from cardiac medical causes.